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We all have seasons when we face hard times---struggles, disappointments, heartache. Welcome to Lent! With the threat of war, we are now enduring a grim time. We’re anxious, afraid, edgy and vulnerable. This is the season of Lent!
 
Why do we observe Lent? We follow Jesus. Throughout the church year we are keeping time with the life of Jesus—his birth, his ministry, his 40 days in the wilderness, his death and resurrection. We structure our church’s year around the life of Jesus. Why? Because we follow Jesus! We re-enact his life in the good times and the hard times. During Lent we go with Jesus as he faces a grim period in his life. In his wilderness he struggles to stay focused, even as he comes close to losing his way. 
 
We too have times when we are disoriented, and we feel that we may be losing our way. On our recent backpacking trip in early February, our group of five hikers were moving through the snow-covered trail in Virginia, following the little red blaze that appeared about eye level on various trees along the trail. But with eight inches of snow on the ground and snow on tree limbs, we sometimes had difficulty finding those little red paint marks on the tree, telling us that we were going in the right direction. We were trying to make our way to a shelter on the Appalachian Trail. We thought we knew where we were going. We had studied the map. But we somehow lost the markers for the trail. We knew we were near to the Trail, and we thought we could find it.
 
So we decided to bushwhack our way up the side of a steep hill where we thought we’d surely connect with the Trail and find the shelter. We scrambled up an incline along an old barbed wire fence, tramping through bushes and briars. But with so much snow all around us, we could not find the Trail, and we could not find the shelter. We began to feel anxious and uncertain. 
 
It felt a lot like Lent. Wilderness wandering. What if we were lost? Could we get back to our base camp? After searching for the Trail, we turned around and retraced our footprints back to our base camp. But for a brief while we thought we were getting lost in the wilderness.
 
In our life we sometimes lose our way. Sometimes the markers on our path are covered over. We feel anxious and fearful. We may turn to one another and say, “I’m worried. Can we find our way out of this confusion, this predicament?”
 
We’ve been wondering the same thing about our country recently. 
Can we find our way out of this current wilderness with Iraq?
 
In our wilderness time where do we find help? One place we turn is to the Psalms. In the tough times, the painful times, we look to the Psalms to guide us through the ordeal. So we’ve chosen this year to pray the Psalms during Lent.
 
The first thing the Psalms do is to express for us our agony. 
They won’t let us off the hook. They speak to God with raw honesty. “How long, O Lord,” says Psalm 13. “How long must I bear grief in my soul and sorrow in my heart?” Or we turn to Psalm 42 (the subject of Boyd Daniels’ reflection in today’s service): “Why are you cast down, my soul? Why groan within me?” In other words, “Why am I so depressed, God? Help me get out of this slump, this place of pain.” The Psalms speak our pain, our fear, our ache, and our longing. 
 
The Psalms express the full range of our emotions---fear, anger, depression, anxiety, yearning. They speak for us the needs of our heart. We can start to find our way by speaking the pain, naming it. The Psalms say it for us.
 
Jesus taught us to turn to the Psalms. “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me,” he said from the cross. He was quoting Psalm 22:1.
 
Psalm 130 says, “Out of the depths I cry to you.” “My soul is full of troubles,” says Psalm 88. “I am in the depths of the Pit.” (The Pit is the place of pain, agony, grief) And Psalm 88 ends with “My only companion is darkness.”
 
We may sometimes think that the Psalms are all sweetness and light, and indeed they do bring “The Lord is my shepherd” comfort. But first they speak our raw pain. 
 
I’ve long been haunted by Walter Brueggemann’s statement that we Americans should begin every worship service with a lament psalm (like 6, 13, 22, 77, 88). We don’t like lament, of course. We prefer cheery optimism.
 
But Lent won’t allow us to be cheery. And the Psalms won’t allow us to be cheery. They won’t allow us to gloss over the pain. If Jesus was driven into the wilderness to face his demons, we too, as individuals and as a nation, must face our demons. We’re now facing troubles all around us. Most of our news is bad news---slumping economy, unemployment rising, the poor getting more desperate, and 300,000 of our sons and daughters (for whom we pray daily) now on alert in the Persian Gulf, ready to start a war, unless we – and God’s angels---can stop it. 
 
We’re now in a season of lament, and the lament psalms speak our anguish. “How long, O Lord, how long must I carry this sorrow in my heart?” (Ps. 13)
 
The Psalms invite us to move through grief and anger, guilt and outrage. Eventually we see our mood change with the Psalm, but not too fast. It’s a process. Gradually the lament shifts from the Pit (“where my only companion is darkness”) to the wing (“O that I had wings like a dove…”) The Psalms help us move from the place of pain and grief to the place of refuge and trust. “Why are you cast down, my soul?. Hope in God, for I shall again praise God.” (Psalm 42:5b) 
 
This move from pain to newness is true for the individual and for us as a society. Until the grief and pain is expressed, there is no social change, no new life. We can look at the civil rights movement, the women’s movement, and the anti-violence, anti war movement. In all these movements no change happened until the grief has been expressed. In our grief times, we come together for the public processing of pain. That’s why we come to funerals. That’s why we hold peace vigils in the streets.
 
In Durham for the past eight years we’ve held vigils against violence at the curbside site of every violent death. At those vigils we have listened to family members lament the death of their loved one and give vent to their pain and anger. We’ve heard ourselves say, “This violence in our city is not God’s will. We must stop the violence and work together to care for one another as sisters and brothers.” If Durham is a microcosm of the world, isn’t this also our mission with other troubled places in the world? Psalm 133 speaks of the Beloved Community that God intends. Psalm 34 says, “Seek peace and pursue it.”
 
In the middle of our pain, the psalms remind us that God is with us. We’re on a journey. At times we get lost, or lonely or racked by worry and grief. But God goes with us. Listen to the Psalms: “God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in time of trouble.” (Ps. 46) “The Lord is my light and my salvation, of whom shall I be afraid. (Ps. 27) 
To you, O Lord, I lift up my soul. My God, I trust you…” (Psalm 25:1-2) “I lift up my eyes to the hills. From where will my help come? My help comes for the Lord, who made heaven and earth.” (Psalm 121:1-2)
 
The principle at work here is trust. Until I learn to trust God, to hand over my life to God, I am burdened with trying to save myself. We all have our burdens; we get weary and fatigued. Carlyle Marney used to say that we need to sing Psalm 37: 
“Rest in the Lord, wait patiently for the Lord.” (This is the text for Mendelssohn’s “Elijah.”) The antidote to fatigue, Marney said, is not sleep. The antidote to fatigue is prayer, worship. “Rest in the Lord.”
 
So we turn to the Psalms, and we find God sending us a word or a phrase to comfort us: “The Lord is near to the broken-hearted.” (Ps. 34:19) “Cast your burden on the Lord, and the Lord will sustain you.” (Ps. 55:12) “The Lord drew me up from the desolate pit, out of the miry bog, and set my feet upon a rock.” (Ps. 40:1-2) The place we seek is with us as we journey. Our destination travels with us as we journey.
 
That’s why we can say with the psalmist, “Bless the Lord, O my soul, and all that is within me, bless God’s holy name.” (Ps. 103) “O give thanks to the Lord, for the Lord is good, for the steadfast love of the Lord endures forever.” (Ps. 136) That affirmation appears over and over in this psalm: The steadfast love of the Lord endures forever.” Let’s conclude the sermon by singing this refrain to the Psalm: “God’s love endures forever.”
 
O give thanks to the Lord, for the Lord is good.
 
People: God’s love endures forever.
 
O give thanks to the Lord, who led the people through the wilderness.
 
People: God’s love endures forever.
 
O give thanks to the Lord, who alone does great wonders.
 
People: God’s love endures forever.
 
 
Thanks be to God!
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